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Using a Culturally Proficient Leadership Lens to Effectively Serve Refugee Students 
 






This teaching case study takes place in an American middle school and tells the story of Dorah, a 
refugee student from the Republic of Congo who experienced severe trauma. At Lincoln Middle 
School, the principal and her teachers encounter difficulties serving their refugee students 
adequately because of their lack of cultural proficiency. This case aims to help leaders in diverse 
contexts understand how to embrace and advocate for different cultures, beliefs, and norms in 
order to increase the cultural wealth of their communities. To achieve this goal, I provide a 
cultural proficiency model and a trauma-invested framework. 
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 The ongoing political and economic instability combined with natural disasters continue 
to displace many people around the globe. Under international law, a refugee is an individual 
who is “unable to return to his or her home country due to a well-founded fear of persecution 
based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or social group.” According to the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there are about 23 million refugees 
worldwide, half of them under the age of 18. This implies that many school-age children start or 
continue their education in their host country (UNHCR, 2018). The process refugees go through 
to immigrate in their host country is lengthy and enduring (Refugee Resettlement Office, 
personal communication, September, 2020). Settling in a new country is always challenging but 
it is particularly difficult for refugees because they do not usually choose their new home country 
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and often times do not speak the host country’s language. In addition, they have to adapt to new 
a new culture, alter their diets, and change their ways of communicating and learning. For 
parents of refugee students, their professional skills and degrees are often not transferrable, 
leaving families to rely on the country’s resources for the first 90 days of their stay, after which 
they are expected to function without any government help. During those three months, families 
must learn the language, find jobs, and help their children adapt to a new educational system. 
Because 90 days does not provide much time to settle in a new country, many refugee families 
live in poverty. They rely on food stamps, transportation, and housing help (Refugee 
Resettlement Office, personal communication, September, 2020).  For school age students, the 
transition is onerous because of the language and cultural barriers, the lack of friends, and the 
trauma they often experienced in refugee camps and in their life prior to that (Roy & Roxas, 
2011; Wells et al., 2016). 
 In the United States, one in four students speak a language other than English at home, 
and the majority of these students are learning English as a second language in school. In 
California, 44% of school-age (5-17) children speak a foreign language at home. In Texas, 
Nevada, New Jersey, New York and Florida, these students represent one third of the student 
population (Zeigler & Camarota, 2018). This diversity brings richness to our schools because 
students bring their cultures with them. This increase in diversity also brings challenges for 
teachers and leaders. When these stakeholders are not prepared to embrace and work with 
students from different cultures, there are students who inevitably fell into the crack, frustrated 
teachers, and alienated families (Roy & Roxas, 2011; Wells et al., 2016). This teaching case 
study raises issues related to working with refugee students from the Republic of Congo in a 
middle school. Before presenting the case, I provide background information that will help 
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current and future educational leaders understand the issues at hand. Teaching notes follow to 
assist in completing the activities. 
Background Information 
 
 In this section, I present some contextual information about the community, school, and 
principal. I used pseudonyms to describe the community, the school district, and the school. 
The community 
  The city of Washington is located in the Midwest region of the United States. It is a 
medium size city with a population of 140,000. Washington has welcomed refugees for years 
because Washington is one of the cities refugees can select when they are asked to choose their 
new home. This year, the city received a record number of 1,500 refugee families. Due to on-
going violence, political instability, social unrest, and rampant poverty, many of the refugees 
come from Honduras but most come from the Republic of Congo (ROC). When asked why they 
chose Washington, refugees typically give either one or both of the following reasons: “The 
houses are cheap here and it is a nice environment to raise children. Also, my friends (or family) 
are also here.” 
 Washington has an integration program for refugee families called “Welcome 
Washington.” This grant funded program helps newcomers with foods, free transportation, 
counseling, and language classes. The program also organizes seminars to assist newcomers 
navigate cultural differences, job applications and interview processes. Because of recent closure 
of key factories, Washington has an unemployment rate of 25%. Industries that continually hire 
are the healthcare industry, education, and aerospace. These industries rarely hire refugees 
because the newcomers may not have had the opportunity to acquire a formal education, because 
their diplomas and degrees may not have equivalences in the United States, or because of a 
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language barrier. As a result, although the refugees in Washington are hardworking and want to 
work, they often stay unemployed longer than non-refugees. Their children, however, are able to 
join the Washington School District (WSD) immediately. 
Washington School District (WSD) 
 WSD serves 13,000 students from Kindergarten to 12th grade. The district has three high 
schools, four middle schools, and eight elementary schools. All schools welcome refugee 
students. In three of the middle schools, refugee students represent 20% of the total student 
population. As a result, the district hired a Refugee Outreach Coordinator whose job is to serve 
as a liaison between the schools, families, leaders, and teachers. The district also hired more 
English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers and continues to learn more about the specific 
needs of that population. 
 
Lincoln Middle School (LMS) 
 LMS has 440 students. 25% of the student body are refugees who primarily come from 
ROC, 35% are African American, 25% White, and 15% Latino. LMS has 15 teachers (4 male 
and 11 female), two female administrators, two janitors, three teacher assistants, one English 
Language as a Second Language teacher (ESL), one counselor, and one nurse. The ESL teacher 
is busy because 14 languages are represented at LMS. The school is 60% free and reduced lunch. 
The school scores a D on the report card. LMS is under the leadership of Mrs. Banter, an 
experienced leader who has been in the district for 25 years. Mrs. Banter along with 90% of the 
teachers are White. Mrs. Banter is a veteran teacher and leader. She has been at the school for 
two years and in position of leadership for 20 years. She was moved to LMS because she is well 
known for thinking outside the box and finding solutions to adaptive problems. She was born and 
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raised in Washington, and still resides there. She is in her 60s and decided to continue working 
because of her passion for education and her unlimited energy.  
The Case 
 LMS is a close-knit community. While everyone works hard to serve all students, Mrs. 
Banter noticed that most refugee students were falling behind academically. These students were 
not performing well and were often sent to the office for behavior issues. Recently, Mrs. Banter 
experienced a situation that left her feeling as if she was incapable of leading a school with such 
racial and ethnic diversity. 
 Dorah is a 6th grade refugee student the ROC who arrived in Washington three months 
ago. She is pleasant, always grateful, shy, and introverted. In her time at LMS, she has made 
great progress in English and has worked closely with her ESL teacher, her classroom teacher, 
and the Refugee Outreach Coordinator, Mr. Mensah. Yet, Dorah struggles in reading and scored 
poorly on the most recent standardized tests. Dorah’s other challenge is punctuality. She is late 
on a daily basis, as a result she regularly sits in detention and loses precious instructional time. 
 One morning, as Dorah arrived late, her teacher told her to immediately go to the office. 
There, she was greeted by Mrs. Banter who had to solve many issues at once and appeared to be 
preoccupied. After a few minutes, Mrs. Banter sat near Dorah and reminded her that in the 
American culture, it was important to arrive on time. The principal reminded Dorah that school 
started at 8am and that she needed to be there by then. Dorah simply responded: “ok” and went 
back to her classroom. The teacher welcomed her student back and asked her to work with a 
group on mathematics problems. While the teacher was attending to another group of students, 
one of the boys started to tease Dorah, her long legs, and the clothes she was wearing. On most 
days, Dorah was wearing a sweat pant, and a long t-shirt that was large for her smallish body. It 
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was not the first time that students made fun of Dorah’s attire, hairdo, or accent. Dorah stayed 
silent, which triggered the boy to touch her on the arm and head. Dorah screamed, ran away, and 
hid under a desk without saying a word. The teacher, not knowing what had happened or what to 
do, called Mrs. Banter. The principal arrived, brought Dorah to her office, and called her parents. 
Fortunately for the principal, the school had recently purchased Vocalink Global, an automatic 
translation system because of the growing number of parents who did not speak English. Mrs. 
Banter asked Mr. Mensah, Dorah’s 6th grade teacher, and the ESL teacher to join the parent 
meeting scheduled for that afternoon. The principal also requested an interpreter.  
 After a long day at school, it was time to meet Dorah’s parents. Mrs. Banter introduced 
herself to the family before stating the purpose of the meeting. Mrs. Banter explained what had 
happened that day in class. Mrs. Banter expressed her concern for Dorah’s emotional health. The 
principal wanted to know if the parents could help her understand Dorah’s behavior. Her teacher 
then pulled out the data and showed the parents that Dorah had been late 17 times that month. 
The teacher gently stressed the importance of being on time because “Dorah misses instruction 
time when she is in detention due to tardiness.” She pursued by saying “This is particularly 
important for Dorah because she is still learning English and because it was also noted that she 
spends a significant amount of time with the nurse when she is at school.” The 6th grade teacher 
pursued by saying that Dorah did not appear to have any American friends to which the ESL 
teacher added: “But she has several friends among the group of refugee students. She attends 
ESL classes with them, and they often play soccer together.” 
 The principal asked the parents if they would be willing to let Dorah see the school 
counselor and be put on an Individual Educational Plan (IEP).  She said: “At this point, I am 
going to recommend an Individual Educational Plan so that Dorah can improve her reading skills 
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and her grades.” Dorah’s mother, Mrs. Amobutu, wanted to speak but was stopped several times 
by her husband. She finally took the floor and asked for the help of the interpreter. Agitated, she 
said: 
Madam, first know that I was a doctor in the Republic of Congo, so I am also educated. I 
thank you but with all due respect, you do not know our daughter. In fact, in the three 
months that we have been here, you never called us to complain. If my daughter 
misbehaves, you need to cane her. Just so you know, Dorah is extremely bright. She 
speaks six dialects. You just do not understand.  
When Mrs. Banter heard about the use of the cane, she felt nauseous. Mr. Mensah who expected 
a reaction from the principal made eye contact with her and gave her a hand signal so that the 
principal refrained from commenting. Instead, Mr. Mensah explained in French that the 
American educational system did not allow caning and that in America the law was actually 
respected to the letter. He pursued by sharing with the parents that they should never expect or 
ask for caning in the United States or they can be reported to the police and other child protection 
agencies. 
 Seeing that the family was increasingly upset, Mrs. Banter asked if it would be better for 
Mr. and Mrs. Amobutu to speak with Mr. Mensah, the ESL teacher, and the interpreter first. 
Because Mr. and Mrs. Amobutu were not familiar with their host country’s culture and language 
yet, and did not want to offend anyone, they accepted the offer. They felt more at ease speaking 
in French with a fellow Congolese. Mr. Mensah was also from ROC and had lived in Rwanda 
most of his life. He had immigrated to the United States when he was 10 years old and remember 
his struggles and the ones of his family. This is why he applied to be the Refugee Outreach 
Coordinator for the district. His French was rusty but having the interpreter reassured him that 
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nothing would get lost in translation. The family stayed at school for another hour. Later, Mrs. 
Banter invited the team in her office to hear what the parents had to say. As Mr. Mensah spoke, 
Mrs. Banter felt emotional. At the end of the meeting, she thought: “I have a lot to learn about 
our refugee students and so do my teachers.” 
 The next day, Mrs. Banter gathered the teachers and recounted the meeting with the 
family, the emotions, and the story, particularly the comment the parents had made on caning the 
child if she was not obedient. She explained to them that Dorah ranked first in her class at the 
refugee camp and that she spoke six dialects; none of them were written. The 6th grade teacher 
suddenly said: “No wonder Dorah has difficulty reading and taking the written tests.” The 
principal retained her tears when she explained to the teachers the conditions in which Dorah had 
lived. She finally shared: “Dorah lived in a tent with three other families for seven years before 
coming here.” The ESL teacher also reminded her colleagues that the Republic of Congo had 
been a conflict zone for years because of tribal clashes and that Dorah’s grandfather was killed in 
her own house due to these tribal disagreements. At this point, the principal could not hide her 
emotions and said: “Can you imagine she had to flee her house without taking anything and 
immigrated to Kenya to live in a camp. Can you imagine how the journey to the camp must have 
been!” Mrs. Banter pursued with some medical information about Dorah. She clarified: “She was 
born frail at the refugee camp because of her mom had been malnourished, exhausted, and over 
stressed. At the camp, Dorah was hungry many days, yet she managed to survive.” Seeing that 
the mood in the room felt heavy, the principal suggested taking a five-minute break. 
 As the teachers had a chance to process the information and were ready to listen again, 
the principal told them how Dorah had been physically and emotionally abused by a substitute 
teacher while she was at the refugee camp.  She concluded “That is why Dorah has been 
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introverted ever since. She developed a stomach ulcer because the family could not afford health 
care. She also suffers from anxiety and severe trauma.” The ESL teacher continued by explaining 
that Dorah’s tardiness and her frequent visits to the bathroom was a health issue due to her 
anxiety. Mrs. Banter knew that all her teachers meant well but she also knew that they all had to 
be more culturally responsive. She said to her team:  
We do not know what we do not know, and clearly, we do not know enough about our 
refugee students. We must do better because we currently have 34 Congolese students, 
and we will welcome more. 
At the end of the meeting, all educators agreed that it would be beneficial to have Mr. Mensah 
help them with some cultural background knowledge. Mr. Mensah came in the following day for 
a one-hour information session. In that time, Mr. Mensah spoke about how life was in refugee 
camps and he touched on the Congolese culture. He shared: 
There are too many people in refugee camps. Everyone shares what they have with the 
intent to help each other survive. So please stop giving the Congolese students detentions 
when they are loud in the cafeteria. That is how they communicate. People had to be loud 
to survive and claim their ration of food. I beg for your understanding and patience 
because being different and being a refugee student is not synonymous with stupidity, 
laziness, or defiance. I am hoping that we can all stop having a deficit perspective and 
blame students for our shortcomings. Also, I wanted you to know that parents of refugee 
students do not understand the American educational system. In Africa, it is common to 
use the cane to grab students’ attention and parents expect that teachers use the cane. 
Although corporal punishment is now illegal in most African countries, it is still a 
commonly used practice because it is embedded in the culture. I would advise that you 
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get to know Dorah and her family because they can teach you more than I can about their 
culture and what they have been through. But please, gain their trust first and do not rush 
them. Rather show them that you truly care and that you are here to help them succeed, 
be happy and healthy. Please say this only if you mean it and act on it. Ultimately, I 
would like you to remember this: being displaced often means repetitive and multiple 
traumas. 
Hearing Dorah’s parents showed the principal how little she knew and how arrogant she might 
have come across mentioning the IEP. She also realized that she was not culturally proficient, 
did not know enough about trauma, had biases, and because of that, she could not serve her 
students. Her new goal was to adopt a culturally proficient mindset. The following teaching notes 
provide information about culturally proficient leadership and trauma-informed leadership. The 
teaching notes will assist you in answering the questions and activity.  
Teaching Notes 
  
 In this teaching case study, Mrs. Banter faced numerous challenges with refugee students 
and families. The following teaching notes will help you further your understanding on these key 
concepts. 
The Republic of Congo 
 The ROC is a former French colony. The national language is French, but people often 
speak four or more additional dialects. ROC boarders the Atlantic Ocean, Angola, Cameroon, the 
Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Gabon. Size wise, the 
country is about twice the size of Florida but slightly smaller than Montana. As of July 2018, it is 
estimated that there are 5,062,021 inhabitants. The country holds the 135th position out of 188 
countries on the Human Development Index (HDI) (United Nations Development Programme, 
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2016). The HDI measures the average capabilities that people have to live long healthy lives, be 
knowledgeable, and have decent standards of living (United Nations Development Programme, 
2016). ROC is slowly recovering from a conflict known as Africa's First World War, which led 
to the loss of some five million lives between 1994 and 2003. By 2008, the war and its aftermath 
had caused 5.4 million deaths, principally through disease and starvation. This made the Second 
Congo War the deadliest conflict worldwide since World War II. Another two million were 
displaced from their homes or sought asylum in neighboring countries. 
 In ROC, schooling is conducted differently than in the United States. First, the school 
building itself, when there is one, does not always have four walls or electricity. It is possible to 
find classes that are held outdoor or under bamboo walls (Appendix A). As a result, students 
study in extreme heat. Teachers lack resources and do not often have teaching and learning 
materials and other pedagogical materials. It is common to find 70 students in a classroom with 
one teacher lecturing the students. Students typically recite their lessons, copy from the board, 
and are expected to sit still and in silence for hours at a time. Although corporal punishment is 
illegal, teachers often carry a cane to point to the board or to discipline students. Culturally, 
parents expect teachers to discipline their children if they do not learn or if they misbehave in 
class (Author & Cordeiro, 2019).  
 Congolese students experience several difficulties in American classrooms. The first one 
is the language barrier. The second one has to do with cultural differences. For example, students 
are used to a collectivistic culture where community is key to the success of the individual. 
Students and parents alike are used to the help of others which contrasts the individualistic 
culture of the United States (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). In addition, most Congolese 
students have experienced large amounts of trauma. Many spent years in refugee camps before 
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moving to their new home country. They often experienced violence, physical and emotional 
hurts, and extreme poverty. Back home or at the refugee camps, students attended school 
intermittently because of on-going violence and lack of family resources. In addition, students 
did not always have enough to eat. When they did, the meals were not balanced. As a result, 
students often suffered from malnutrition. For all the reasons cited above, displacement often 
results in trauma (Refugee Resettlement Office, personal communication, September, 2020; Roy 
& Roxas, 2011; Wells et al., 2016). In this scenario, Mrs. Banter and her team recommended that 
Dorah be put on an IEP, signifying that Dorah had a learning disability. However, the IEP may 
have been erroneously suggested because the only certainty the faculty has about Dorah thus far, 
is that she has serious health problems and needs additional English classes. Falling back to an 
IEP as an automatic solution without seeking to know the root cause of Dorah’s reading 
limitations is having a deficit perspective. Instead, educators should embrace and advocate for 
cultural diversity and wealth.  
Embracing and Advocating for Cultural Diversity and Wealth   
 The demographic profile in the United States has been changing and becoming more 
racially and ethnically diverse (Lindsey et al., 2018). Families from diverse races, cultures, and 
backgrounds can provide genuine learning experiences to students, the school’s staff and faculty, 
and the community at large. Yosso (2005) and Moll et al. (1992) posit that diverse communities 
nurture cultural wealth and various funds of knowledge. Yosso (2005) asserted that communities 
of color provide cultural wealth through at least six forms of capital: aspirational, linguistic, 
familial, social, navigational, and resistant capital. The author affirms that these capitals build on 
one another to create a community’s cultural wealth.  
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 Aspirational capital pertains to the ability to hope when being confronted by difficulties. 
Linguistic capital refers to the intellectual, social, and communication skills gained by speaking 
more than one language. Familial capital deals with community spirit, collectivistic culture, and 
the belief that families nurture, maintain connections with the community, and educate. Social 
capital can be understood by the networks of people and community resources that provide 
emotional support among other kinds of support. Navigational capital refers to knowing how to 
maneuver through social institutions, including structures that are inherently biased against 
people of color. Lastly, resistant capital is the knowledge and skills that someone has to 
challenge inequities and transform oppressive structures.  In this scenario, the principal has the 
opportunity to build a robust cultural wealth in her community by viewing families from various 
cultures as assets with much cultural wealth to share. When students and adults learn from each 
other by having genuine conversations with people from different backgrounds, experiences, and 
belief systems, people gain greater understanding of each other’s cultures. As a result, people 
alter their mindsets and frame of references. However, when people do not know and do not seek 
to know, deficit mindsets form. 
 School leaders play a key role in increasing student outcomes and well-being. According 
to Leithwood et al. (2004), the impact of school leaders is “second only to classroom instruction 
among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn at school" (p. 5). Because 
of the increase in diversity, school leaders need to be culturally proficient to create inclusive 
school cultures, educate their teachers, and serve all students (Louis et al., 2010; Bustamante et 
al., 2009). Educational leaders are chief learners and need to model new learning. In matters of 
diversity, leaders need to seek to understand, for themselves first before teaching others, all 
cultural dimensions of one’s identity. These cultural dimensions include race, religion, age, 
 14 
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and mental and physical ability. The 
culturally proficient leadership framework (Lindsey et al., 2018) provides a helpful lens to look 
at how one interacts with others irrespective of their cultural groups. 
Culturally Proficient Leadership  
 Cultural proficiency is a mindset. It is not about knowing everything about every single 
culture. Rather, it is about being willing to learn about other cultures and being inclusive in our 
words and practices (Khalifa et al., 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2005, Lindsey et al; 2018; Riehl, 
2000). Culturally proficient leadership aims to serve the common good in a multicultural society 
and world. School leaders can only care for the student if they understand what it is like to not 
speak the dominant language, or what it is like to not having enough to eat every night. The 
culturally proficient educators are committed to educating all students. They value students’ 
cultures, languages, and learning styles. They are mentors to others. They continually learn, 
advocate, and use the tools of cultural proficiency. Culturally proficient leaders also drive 
culturally responsive pedagogy by using knowledge from diverse cultures and features to ensure 
learning. Culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2005) is needed because knowledge 
is a socially constructed process that cannot be divorced from learners’ social contexts. In every 
culture, people have different ways of communicating, interacting, and learning. Understanding 
these cultural differences and using the learner’s culture improves and speeds up his/her learning. 
 The cultural proficiency framework (Lindsey et al., 2018) helps guide our work as 
leaders so that we can influence our teachers and create an inclusive school culture. Lindsey et 
al. (2018) affirm that there are six guiding principles of cultural proficiency. These are: 
1. Culture is a predominant force in people’s and school’s lives 
2. People are served in varying degrees by the dominant culture 
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3. People have group identities and individual identities 
4. Diversity within cultures is vast and significant 
5. Each cultural group has unique cultural needs 
6. The best of both worlds enhances the capacity of all 
 In this case study, Mrs. Banter did not recognize the differences in cultures and that 
Dorah was not served well by the dominant culture. 
 Lindsey et al., (2018) identified essential elements of cultural proficient leadership. The 
authors assert that culturally proficient leaders assess the cultural knowledge of others, value 
diversity, manage the dynamics of difference, adapt to diversity, and institutionalize cultural 
knowledge (Table 1).  
 
 
Table 1  
 
Essential Elements of Cultural Proficient Leadership 
 
Assessing Cultural Knowledge 
 
Leading the learning about other’s 
cultures; how to be effective in cross-
cultural situations 
 
Valuing Diversity Creating diverse decision-making groups 
inclusive for different perspectives 
 
Managing the Dynamics of Difference 
 
Modeling problem-solving and conflict 
resolution (based on cultural differences) 
 
Adapting to Diversity  
 
Being the lead learner about cultural 
groups 
 
Institutionalizing Cultural Knowledge 
 
Learning about different cultural groups; 
their experiences and perspectives 




 Finally, the authors provide us with a cultural proficiency continuum (Figure 1). 
Movement along the continuum represents a shift in thinking from holding the view of tolerating 
diversity to transformation for equity. 
Cultural Destructiveness: Leading in a manner that you seek to eliminate the cultures of others 
in all aspects of the school and in relationship with the community served. 
Cultural Incapacity: Leading in a way that you trivialize other cultures and seek to make the 
culture of others appear to be wrong. 
Cultural Blindness:  Leading where you do not see or acknowledge the culture of others and 
you choose to ignore the discrepant experiences of cultures within the school. 
Cultural Precompetence: Leading with an increasing awareness of what you and the school do 
not know about working in diverse settings. Here is a chance to move forward and improve upon 
our cultural skills. 
Cultural Competence: Leading with your personal values and behaviors and the school’s 
policies and practices being aligned in a manner that is inclusive with cultures that are new or 
different from yours and the school. 
Cultural Proficiency:  Leading as an advocate for lifelong learning with the purpose of being 
increasingly effective in serving the educational needs of cultural groups. Holding the vision that 
you and the school are instruments for creating a socially just democracy.  
Figure 1. The Cultural Proficiency Continuum (Lindsey et al., 2018) 
 
 Culturally proficient leaders lead learning in their school communities by promoting and 
celebrating diversity among teachers, staff, and students. They also understand that leading in 
school communities where diverse cultures are represented involves different ways of learning, 
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communicating, and resolving conflicts. These leaders expect change and seek to create socially 
just schools and classrooms by constantly learning about their students and families.  
Trauma Informed Leadership 
 In this scenario, Mrs. Banter did not seem to know enough about trauma. “Trauma does 
not discriminate. It has no bounds, it happens in all communities, all cultures, and all settings” 
(Souers & Hall, 2018, p.18). Childhood trauma refers to traumatic experiences that happen from 
birth to age 17. While understanding the causes of trauma is key, it is critical that educators 
comprehend that students and adults can experience trauma in various ways. For example, one 
could lose appetite, engage in fights, take drugs, or become frequently ill (Adams et al., 2010). 
When students experienced trauma, they often feel continued heightened state of alertness, 
stress, or persistent fear for his/her safety. Childhood trauma often impacts learning and 
behavior. Trauma impacts students’ ability to process information, follow teachers’ directions, 
recall what was heard, and retain information (Souers & Hall, 2018). In this case, Dorah went to 
the bathroom often because of her previous trauma experienced in ROC and the teasing form her 
current classmates. She expressed her distress by withdrawing to herself. 
 Trauma-informed leaders adopt a mindset in which educators are curious rather than all-
knowing and ask questions such as “What happened or what is happening in this student’s life? 
What are his/her strengths?” Trauma-informed leaders foster the possibility of well-being by 
restoring and nurturing resilience despite other adversities in their lives (Starr Commonwealth, 
2019). Educators understand the impact stress and trauma have on student’s bodies and their 
ability to regulate emotions, behavior, and ultimately learn. These principals are not worried 
about standardized tests; they enhance social and emotional learning. These leaders avoid 
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consequences such as time-outs and suspensions because they understand that exclusionary 
practices encourage the child to withdraw and reinforce the message that they are bad.  
 According to Souers and Hall (2018), the first step to help students with traumas is to 
build a safe environment. Souers and Hall (2018) also suggested that schools adopt the three Rs 
as part of a trauma-invested framework when developing safe environments. The 3 Rs consist of 
relationships, responsibility, and regulation. Relationships are meaningful connections between 
students and teachers. Students who have an unmet need for relationships require the teacher to 
be close in proximity, seek out the teacher often, have mood swings, and use personal words 
such as I hate or like you. Trauma-invested strategies to meet this relationship need include 
greeting, smiling, asking questions, listening, saying the student’s name, using kind words, and 
giving hugs or handshakes, etc. Other strategies include whispering wishes such as “I have a 
wish for you today, I wish that you…” or offer a tangible object with students in need of 
relationships such as a stuffed animal or a card (Souers & Hall, 2018).  
 Responsibility refers to a sense of self-worth, efficacy, and competence. Students have an 
unmet responsibility need when they crave control, seek predictability, have been hurt or let 
down by others, engage in negative self-talk, and avoid work they are afraid they cannot do well. 
Trauma-invested teachers and schools will use the following strategies to develop responsibility 
in students. They will use the word yet instead of negative phrases. For example, “You are not 
quite there yet, but I can see that you are understanding this better.” It is also important to 
provide clear rubrics and expectations, set up goals with students, and create action plans which 
teachers follow up regularly. Teachers should also allow students to choose where to work. Not 
all students work best at a table and assigned seating if a student cannot seem to find a space 
where he/she feels safe and comfortable. Finally, teachers should assign jobs to teach 
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responsibility and grit, use positive self-talk, and show students that they are competent (Souers 
& Hall, 2018).  
 Regulation is the ability to manage emotional and behavioral responses. Students who 
struggle with regulation have challenges with transitions, fidget constantly, shut down (by hiding 
under a desk, for example), and are on an emotional roller coaster. Trauma-invested strategies 
include playing soothing music, providing weighted pencils or lap pads, offering a stress ball or a 
worry stone, letting students choose where to work, and keeping students hands busy by allowing 
them to draw, etc. Another effective trauma-informed strategy is the use of a comfort corner. A 
comfort corner is a cozy space in the classroom where a child has a safe space to deescalate and 
reset if he/she is upset or was triggered by something or someone. Finally, brain breaks are 
helpful. Brain breaks can include meditating and using mindfulness practices such as breathing 
exercises, practicing yoga, moving around the room, and switching seats. These students should 
also drink water throughout the day (Souers & Hall, 2018). Childhood trauma is pervasive. Often 
times, educators do not know which of their students have experience trauma and the degree of 
the traumatic experience. Because educators cannot stop or control trauma, it is the principal’s 
obligation to create cultures of safety for every child. At LMS, the principal and Dorah’s 
teachers did not know about Dorah’s trauma. As a result, they systemically sent Dorah to 
detentions. 
Conclusion 
 There are many students at LMS who remain underserved due a lack of cultural 
proficiency. Dorah’s story opened Mrs. Banter’s heart and mind. Mrs. Banter learned that 
refugee students often had endured great physical, emotional, and psychological pain in their 
home countries. This suffering continues when they are not being served equitably 
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in their schools. Thanks to Dorah, Mrs. Banter realized that she was not culturally proficient and 
did not know enough about trauma. If Mrs. Banter wants her teachers to alter their attitudes and 
behaviors, she has to do it first. This case study is relevant to many districts in the United States. 
Its solutions are applicable to these districts because schools are becoming more diverse, yet 
leaders are not often equipped to embrace and advocate for this diversity.  
 Next, you will have the opportunity to reflect on the case study and apply what you have 
learned. As the African proverb says, “Start where you are but do not stay there.” Using the 
teaching notes, please complete the activities.  
Activities 
 This is a think-pair-share activity. Put yourself in Mrs. Banter shoes. 
1. Take a moment to reflect. Then, discuss what you think are the main issue in this case 
study and what the root cause of the problem is. 
2. Create a matrix of ideas to outline how you (as the principal) would respond to Dorah, 
her family, and the teachers.  
3. Utilize your knowledge of the cultural proficiency continuum to answer the following 
questions.  
Figure 1. The Cultural Proficiency Continuum (Lindsey et al., 2018) 
 
a) In pairs, discuss and explain your understanding of the continuum to each other.  
b) Discuss where you are on the continuum and give evidence and examples for your 
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choice.  
c) Discuss where you see Mrs. Banter on the continuum and give evidence and examples 
for your choice. 
d) Develop an action plan for Mrs. Banter using Table 2 below. In the first column, identify 
an area of growth. What are two goals in terms of cultural proficiency? What do you 
want her to learn to attain those goals? What will she do to attain the goals? How will 
she assess her goals (observable outcomes)? 
Table 2 
 
My Journey from Cultural Precompetence to Cultural Proficiency (Adapted from Lindsey 



































what you wrote in 
Column One, what 
do you want Mrs. 
Banter to learn?  
 
Once she has 
learned, how will 
Mrs. Banter use her 
new knowledge or 
skills?  
 




• Mrs. Banter?  
 
• The Students? 
 
• Her Colleagues 
 
• Her School?  
 






4. Think about trauma informed leadership. Write down how you could improve your 
practices and your teachers’ in relation to the 3 Rs: relationships, responsibility, and 
regulation. Use the template below. Be ready to share your answers. 
Relationships Responsibility Regulation Resources 
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